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Comedy and the Infinite Finite
Tom Martin

An endless life with unimaginable happiness is a desirable concept. And endless
life with the pain, the frustrations , and the disappointments that weigh down many
present day lives is quite close to the notion of hell. In fact, endlessness was the
most excruciating suffering in the traditional notion of hell.
At first thought there may appear to be little connection between a paper on
comedy and one on the endlessness of life. But because of certain peculiar aspects
of the modern experience and its resulting spirituality, the two do have something
in common.
To begin with, the modern model takes this life quite seriously and its success is
of utmost importance. Secondly, because of modern scientific advancements, man
now dreams of not simply an endless life after death but one that doesn't end before death. To make such an achievement desirable, quite a change would have to
be effected in the lives of a culture unable even to intimate a utopia.
In classical Christianity, this life was looked upon as a simple period of trial.
It was a stopping-off point for the real existence that was to follow. Certainly,
there was a connection' between the type of life that one lead on earth and whatever other life that was to be experienced. But the connection was primarily that
of trial and reward. The future was different enough to permit a person who was
miserable in this existence to hope for eternal bliss in the next. After all, no one
expects to be happy during his ordeal.
Modern man, however, takes this life too seriously to shrug it off. No matter
what beliefs he has formalized , his daily endeavors, at least, assert the importance
of his present life. His daily strivings and dreams confirm the present experience
as real and important. Gradually it has become more and more difficult to simply
ignore everyday life as a passing phase that man must suffer on his way to some
ultimate fulfillment .
This continuity of experience is strongly stressed, among other places, in modern
Christian moralities. Reward and punishment are no longer pictured as something
external to the behavior pattern of man. The Christian life is pictured as its own
reward , for it develops the potential within man to experience love and the capacity
to discover joy. A sinful life carries with it a loneliness that is quite capable of producing its own hell.
A man who must make his own heaven or his own hell certainly faces an exciting challenge. But this man come of age has also some heavy burdens placed upon
him. If he grows tired of this life, he has no right to expect to be happy in another
context. The biographies of man are filled with an endless wandering from one
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place of discontent to another. The capacity to enjoy life is a capacity that must
be developed by the individual with a little help from his friends.
The biggest difficulty, of course, is that these joys that man must develop must
first be imagined. Man must at least intimate them before he can reach for them.
But one who looks at the different sectors of our culture, soon realizes how far we
are from imagining in any optimistic way. The human spirit meets confusion and
anxiety in the Churches. It fares no better when confronted by its artists . In film,
for example, the individual's imagination is offered few, if any, positive images
from people like Bergman, Fellini, or Antonioni. In literature one meets sentiments
as the one found in John Barth's "Night-Sea Journey."
Supposing even that there were a Shore- that, as a cynical companion of
mine once imagined, we rise from the drowned to discover all those vulgar
superstitious and exalted metaphors to be literal truth: the giant Maker of
us all, the Shores of Light beyond our night-sea journey!- whatever would
a swimmer do there? The fact is, when we imagine the Shore , what comes
to mind is just the opposite of our condition: no more night, no more sea,
no more journeying. In short, the blissful estate of the drowned.!
Similar sentiments can be found in much of modern drama. The plays of Beckett,
Pintar, or Ionesco picture little more that is hopeful or positive. Martin Esslin,
among others , argues that the absurdity captured by the above playwrights has a
positive effect:
Concerned as it is with the ultimate realities of the human condition, the
relatively few fundamental problems of life and death , isolation and communication, the Theatre of the Absurd, however, grotesque, frivolous, and
irreverent it may appear, represents a return to the original, religious function of the theatre-the confrontation of man with the spheres of myth and
religious reality. Like the ancient Greek tragedy and the medieval mystery
plays and baroque allegories, the Theatre of the Absurd is intent on making its audience aware of man's precarious and mysterious position in the
universe. 2
Mr. Esslin certainly has a point. Frequently a realization of crisis is necessary
before a transformation takes place. But is there not a similar need to have a form
to make the audience aware of its hopeful and mysterious position as well as its
"precarious and mysterious position" that Mr. Esslin mentions.
The point here is that for man to want a continual life he must enjoy his life. He
needs help. As William Lynch has stated:
There are many sources of hope in this world. What I am saying right now
is that the integrated, integrating imagination of our artists is and must be
one of them. They have no right to skip the real problems and then imply
that they are dealing with them in what is often merely a postscript to an
evasion. There are many sick people in and out of hospitals who are fright-
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ened by the major themes of reality and only attack because they are
frightened ... These people who are sick because they cannot complete
or integrate the phantasies, thoughts, and feelings of the ... imagination
will be helped enormously if there are many forms of completion and integration in the air, the creations of mature and adult imaginations, creations
that are there to be breathed in by minds and hearts terribly in need of
them. But all that many artists are doing now is adding to that element in
our atmosphere which we can summarize under the words fear and attack. 3
Lynch pictures the struggle with the major issues of life and the creation of
modern artists as meeting on the common ground of the imagination. This is also
the point of contact for comedy and immortality. Comedy is a necessary liturgy to
celebrate the hope necessary to make an endless existence desirable and perhaps
even possible.
Comedy

There are many definitions of comedy throughout the ages. Most of them
showed the heavy influence of Aristotle. More recent attempts at definition show
the strong influence of Freud and Bergson. Thus one sees W. H. Auden giving
the following general picture: "A contradiction in the relation of the individual
or the personal to the universal or the impersonal which does not involve the actor
in real suffering."4 Auden's definition gives the general picture of the tension
between the super ego and the libido found in Freud's work and the discrepancy
between dynamics and mechanics that Bergson spelled out. But there are many
today who wish to claim far more for comedy than has been customary in Western
criticism. They are, to an extent, polemic writers conscious on the one hand
of the stifling overstructured world generally symbolized by the word "technocracy," and on the other by the breakdown of the cosmos and man's inability
rationally to structure another. Somewhat in this vein one reads Wylie Sypher:
We have, in short, been forced to admit that the absurd is more than ever
inherent in human existence; that is, the irrational, the inexplicable, the
surprising, the nonsensical-in other words, the comic. One of the evidences of the absurd is our "disassociation of sensibility," with the ironic
lack of relation between one feeling and another; and the artist now must
as Eliot once said, accept the chaos which serves for our life, span the
unstable consciousness of ordinary man.s
The champions of comedy expand upon a germinal idea found in the earlier
dialectics of structure and dynamism and build on the growing insights into man's
psychic life. They denounce the Aristotelian idea of comedy as presenting man
worse than he is and are not satisfied with stating the simple Bergsonian opposition
of forms found to be the gist of other definitions. Instead they take the definite stand
that comedy celebrates the "true" man. In other terms, they not only take a quite
different stand from the arguments raised by the traditional morality critics such
as Pierre Nicole and John Green, but also from the traditional comedy defenders.
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These writers are not saying that comedy causes "insight," "catharsis" or "upliftment" by showing what vices can do to man, but they are saying that man learns
from the "lofty" character of the comic hero.
Nathan Scott is an example in point. He begins with Auden's definition, but
consciously expands it to where he states:
Moreover, the comic man is not as Aristotle says, worse than we are: on
the contrary, it is his function simply to be an example of the contingent,
imperfect, earth-bound creatures that in truth we all really are, and it is
also his function to awaken in us a lively recognition of what in fact our
true station is. 6
During the course of his discussion, Scott identifies the clown as the "presiding
genius of comedy" and talks of Chaplin in particular:
Charlie's Tramp represented the little man, the homunculus, who, amid the
dreary facelessness of men completely involved in the rituals of a money
culture, insisted on behaving as though his fellow human beings were still
human.7
Another who writes in the same vein is William Lynch. He speaks of comedy in
the following manner:
Indeed its whole function is to be a perpetual and funny, if disconcerting,
reminder that it is the limited concrete which is the path to insight and salvation. Its whole art is to be an art of an anamnesis, or memory, of the
bloody human (in the sense in which the English use that adjective) as a
path to God, or to any form of the great. s
For Lynch, the one offense that comedy can not stand is to forget the human or
to have a "phony faith for faith in the power of the vulgar and limited finite."9
In keeping with this he enumerates four characters which he feels are not truly
worthy of the term "comedy." One is the clown; he is basically sad in Lynch's eyes.
Chaplin, for him, does have moments of comedy, but basically celebrates the
"self-pitying spirituality of the clown."lO Then there is the meticulous man. He does
not glory in the anamnesis of the bloody human. Rather he looks with disdain
upon it and longs for the clean and overly-ordered. Thirdly, there is the laughter of
disgust that is "as far away from Falstaffian man as night is from day."ll And
finally there is the laughter of hatred which is bent upon the destruction of the
human.
One can see clearer in Lynch's remarks what has been perhaps only implied
in those of Scott's; namely, we are involved in a definition of comedy and not
simply in a changed approach to the subject-object relationship.
Turning to Peter Berger one finds a different set of key words. He does not
glorify the "bloody human" or see comedy as celebrating "our true station."
Rather he talks of the "transcending direction of comedy" and sees the clown as
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"the living defiance of the laws of nature and the laws of man."12 But once the
terminology is pierced, one can see the basic impact is the same as Scott's and
Lynch's, especially when one realizes the religious cosmos that underlies the views
of these two writers.!3
For Berger, comedy points to man and his potentials. He writes:
Comic catharsis presents us with a fleeting image of man transcending his
finitude and, if only for a brief moment, gives us the exhilarating idea that
perhaps it will be man after all who will be the victor in his struggle with
a universe bent on carrying him.14
He too suggests the need for a redefining of comedy when he complains that
Freud gives insight into the psychology of laughter, but sheds little light on the
"phenomenon of the comic world itself." Bergson, on the other hand, would seem
to be "too broad" in his approach to the topic. 1s
Comedy, he goes on to explain, must give an intimation of transcendence. 16 Being one quite conscious of the sociological dimension, he uses the example of
comedy in terms of revolution:
This sense of comedy may be illustrated by the difference between a
Christian and a revolutionary challenge to the pretensions of the status
quo. The revolutionary is almost always a thoroughly humorless type. He
sees people as part of structures, either those he wishes to tear down or
those he hopes to erect. Those who defend the status quo appear to him
as fools or scoundrels. Revolution is an earnest undertaking. The revolutionary takes it and himself too with very great seriousness. There is little
room for any comic perspective. The Christian challenge to the Status
quo begins by not taking it as seriously as it takes itself. It refuses to see
individual human beings as incarnations of social symbols and principles.!7
Thus, comedy poses a challenge. But it does not do so by means of satire. It transcends the factual society and present on another level. And it is here that Bergson
sees the impact, the value of comedy.
Further comment is necessary, however, to see the roots of the movement. The
above three are people writing in one way or another from the religious dimension.
As might be suspected, their thought is either rooted in or accompanied by similar
developments in literary theory as such. Northrop Frye, for example, speaks of the
"green world" to characterize a basic form of comedy. He argues that only with
Johnson and the Restoration can one speak of Social Comedy in England. The
earlier tradition of Peele, Lyly, and Green (which was adopted by Shakespeare). he
sees as having its roots in the drama of medieval folk ritual and similar celebrations rather than in the mystery and morality productions of that period. 18 He
speaks in terms of the following: "Shakespeare's comedy is not Aristotelian and
realistic like Menander's, nor Platonic and dialectic like Aristophane's, nor Thomist
and sacramental like Dante's but a fourth kind ... "19
This fourth kind Frye sees as having no philosophical equivalent, but pictures it
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as rooted in the spirit of "poetry itself." Thus comedy celebrates the "death and
resurrection pattern" of which New Comedy "seems to be a realistic foreshortening."20 And such a presentation seems to have much in common with the position
of Susanne K. Langer in her book Feeling and Form.
Here Miss Langer argues that the content of moral struggle in the play is usually
the focus of attention and not the spirit embodied in the form. This is probable in
a society so taken with the logical and literate or what might be termed the sequential. But Langer argues that we must capture the artistic principle. While moral
issues and folly are matters found in "the semblance of history" through which
drama communicates its form, they are not the artistic "stuff" itself.
The pure sense of life is the underlying feelings of comedy, developed in
countless different ways. To give a general phenomenon one name is not
to make all its manifestations one thing, but only to bring them conceptually under one head. Art does not generalize and classify; art sets forth
the individuality of forms which discourse, being essentially general, has
to suppress. 21
For Langer, the spirit celebrated by comedy is "Destiny in the guise of Fortune,"22
just as that of tragedy is the "image of Fate. "23 The theme of either may contain
elements of sadness, joy, defeat, and victory. But there will be overriding movements in the work which must not be eclipsed by the particulars. This, of course,
is the great danger in a literate age. It threatens to turn drama into moralism.
Thus, it is through comedy that man escapes, not from the truth, but from
despair into what is truth from the viewpoint of a meaningful world. As Christopher Fry states, comedy is to intuition as tragedy is to experience :
In the experience we strive against every condition of our animal life:
against death, against the frustrations of ambitions, against the instability
of human love. In the intuition we trust the arduous eccentricities we're
born to .. .24
It is thus the task of comedy to enliven and excite the intuition of man to give
him a center that is without form-perhaps a broken center, but not a destroyed
one. It is a center that results from a combination of faith and hope generated by a
love of life in which the faith is a hope that believes in the truth of the joyful and
the happy. It is very similar to Samuel Miller's description of the clown:

His dreams are the engines which drive him beyond all his temporary
shames; they pick him up after each dismal collapse; they repair his
dignity and clothe his outraged countenance with an equally outrageous
smile. His longings have no limit; his heart is invincible. However deep
the failure, or shocking the sudden storm of embarrassment, or bewildering the descent of judgment, his tenderness is inviolable. He begins over
again, whatever invisible burden his heart holds. There is a world beyond
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him, within him, a world of inexhaustible hope, of infinite patience, of
undeniable good wilI.25
Conclusion

Scott speaks of comedy as "a lively recogniton of what in fact our true station
is." Lynch thinks of it as "an art of anamnesis ... of the bloody human as a path
to God, or to any form of the great." Berger feels it presents "a fleeting image of
man transcending his finitude." Frye pictures comedy as celebrating the "death and
resurrection pattern." Langer speaks of the underlying "feelings of comedy" as the
"pure sense of life."
All of the above offer a model that sees comedy as refusing to abandon the
finite (resurrection of the body). Yet they see comedy as celebrating the basic life
urge in a context of infinite possibilities. If they are correct in their observations,
then comedy surely is a necessary liturgy for man facing an endless existence.
In the introductory remarks it was pointed out how modern spirituality asserts
first the importance of this life and secondly the responsibility of a life to develop
its own capacity for existence in response to the calling of Being. In this connection the ideas about comedy can be coupled with two affiliate notions of immortality found in the Western tradition.
First the endless happiness of immortality came to be a way of affirming life as
ultimately meaningful or sensible. It is on this very point that the modern experience of man offers a challenge of reinterpretation. Many of the physical necessities
are now taken care of without any excruciating effort on the part of man. For a
growing number of people in Western Civilization (admittedly a definite minority
of the world population) have a life in which they should be able to enjoy themselves. If this sounds too self-centered and against the mainstream of Western
spirituality, one could say that under the present material conditions man should
be free to attain joyful fulfillment.
The position that such a freedom from necessity puts the question of immortality
can be seen when one thinks in terms of quantity. Why would an endless existence
of happiness signify a meaningful existence but, say, a hundred years of such a
happiness not make life meaningful. Of course, endless is a rather hard concept to
work with. The essence of the above could be captured by asking why five
hundred years of happiness would make life meaningful where a hundred years
would not. In both cases one is to some extent dealing with quantities.
To many the above idea will appear ridiculous. Certainly, at least an eyebrow
would be raised in protest when such a concept of happiness is associated with a
society whose most affluent quarters claim mental illness, alcoholism, and drug
addiction as some of its most common maladies. But the point in question is not
that present society is a happy one, but that the physical slavery has been alleviated and that man should be free to do the things that man should want to do. It
was never part of the Christian story that man lives happily ever after. The Christian version of man always insisted that he who developed the spiritual capacity
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would live happily ever after. What our present experience may mean is that a lot
of people go to "hell."
The second point is the West's tendency to speak of immortality in terms of the
resurrection of the body. This is quite surprising in face of the strong gnostic
strains that permeate the Western mentality. It can only be attributed to Christianity's stubborn refusal to abandon its scriptural base. But like so many battles
between gnosticism and Christianity, all victories were compromising ones. Just as
Christianity insisted that Christ was truly human but failed to give his humanity
much importance, so it insisted on the resurrection of the body but failed to give
the body much importance. The glorified body that man was supposed to find
himself with was rather hard to distinguish from that of the spirits . No earthly
body would readily recognize it as even a distant cousin.
The modern experience in this instance gives the place of the body renewed importance. It is at least imaginable that once man learns the intricacies of biological
process that he would be able to rejuvenate the physical structures endlessly. This
is not within our lifetime or the next. But it is imaginable that man will eventually
be able to accomplish this. In so far as comedy refuses to picture the first point
(the joyful, meaningful existence) outside its context of the true bodily nature of
man, comedy certainly reinforces that which is peculiar to the Western tradition of
immortality.
University of Dayton
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